Children and the Rural or Small Town Church
Lee J. Smith

The New Testament pictures the local church as a family of families.  This is clear not only in the history of the early church in Acts (e.g., Acts 16:31-33) but in the household instructions given in the epistles (Ephesians 6:1-4). Precedent for concern for children is found in the Old Testament (Deuteronomy 6:4-9, Psalm 113:9, 127:3-5, Proverbs) and in the teachings and ministry of our Lord Jesus. (Mt. 14:21, 19:13-14, 21:15-16, Mk 9:37).  Ministry to children is an important part of the ministry of any church including the rural and small town church.

There are small churches which lack children.  Having arrived at that point, it is difficult for churches to retain visiting families who are asking, “How can this church minister to our children?” However, the general rule of thumb is that the smaller the church the more visible the children become.  In a small church with no staffed nursery, the pastor must get used to the distraction of crying babies and the amusing antics of toddlers.  I have some hilarious stories of things children have done during church services.  I have had them join me on the platform, get loose from parents to make a mad dash across the sanctuary for Grandpa and crawl under the pews.  Once a child being carried out by her father for discipline wailed, “Don’t beat me, Daddy!”  All of this is quite distracting, and I am quite confident mothers of preschoolers don’t hear the sermon for several years.
I have encouraged a staffed nursery with the following rationale.  Young mothers are used to having child care provided. Day Care is commonly used today.  If we want to reach new families we will need to provide this service so the parents can be nurtured by the preaching.  
However, I have also learned that there is a certain percentage of parents who want all their children sitting with them in church and will resist any attempt to make nursery or children’s church mandatory.  So what can we do about such distractions?  Some pastors choose to ignore the noise. Generally I don’t hear it.  However, if the distraction is too visible or funny, a humorous response is usually better than a harsh reaction.  Dealing with parents whose children are out of control during worship services is a delicate matter, best left to lay people whom the parents respect and trust. The down side of this approach is that in smaller churches dominated by extended families misbehavior may be tolerated by indulgent grandparents and cousins.
In the rural or small town church children are more likely to be participants.  They may serve as ushers, greeters and Scripture readers. In one church I pastored whole families with their little children participated in services at the local nursing home.  In a small church a high school student may be teaching Sunday school or playing the piano. Even young children are encouraged to sing specials, say Bible verses and even share prayer requests.  People in rural and small town churches tend to be more tolerant of their ineptness.  Little Suzie may not be able to pronounce all the words of her memory verse and little Johnnie may not be able to sing all that well, but people smile and applaud when they participate.  Klassen and Koessler believe this should be encouraged by the pastor (No Little Places, 84-85). The general rule is that the larger a church becomes to more professional and polished the worship services must become.  This is not necessarily bad, in fact, it is usually necessary. 

Ministry to children is an area of ministry that is often a large part of the rural and small town church vision. It is something that smaller churches can do well.  The rural church may do children’s Sunday school or vacation Bible school exceptionally well.  Programs like Awana can become the prime ministry taking up the majority of volunteer hours available for ministry.  One church I pastored had a special program to honor those students graduating from eight grade and high school, complete with gift boxes for each student which were generally full.  In Randolph, the small town basketball capitol of Wisconsin, we have found a niche in putting on a basketball Bible camp during the summer. Many rural churches appreciate it when the pastor includes a children’s sermon as a part of the service. How to do this was probably not taught in seminary. Ministry to children in a rural or small town church is different from that of the large suburban church model. That highly graded and structured Sunday school curriculum may have to be adapted to classes which include multiple grades in one classroom.  A youth group with seven regular attendees has to operate differently than one with 40.  A youth group program that has one group from seventh through twelfth grades is going to be different than one with separate middle and high school programs.

Rationale for engaging in children’s ministry can be misleading.  Oftentimes in a rural or small town church you hear people rationalize ministry to children this way.  We need to give attention to these children because they are the future leaders of our church.  In reality many of these children will move off to the big cities and become part of suburban mega churches.  In a lot of ways the rural church is preparing leaders for the city churches or the mission field. On the other hand young adults raised in rural churches do not find the mega-church all that comfortable and seek out smaller churches even in the city. A better motive is that children need to be saved and discipled no matter where they end up living.
Being a p.k. (pastor’s kid) in a rural or small town church is not always easy.  Everybody knows who you are and what your dad does.  You are on display.  Sometimes smaller churches expect the p.k.s to be model children.  They are expected to know their memory verses better, behave better and become the youth group leaders.  Ministry parents are well advised not to use the pressure of church expectations as leverage against bad behavior or to let others in the church do so. (“Sonny, you shouldn’t be goofing around in Sunday School because you are the pastor’s son.”)  On the other hand p.k.s in smaller churches sometimes get special perks.  I have heard about one p.k whose college tuition is being paid by a congregation member.

Here are some principles for pastors in rural and small churches concerning children:

1.  Give children attention.  The pastor who will kneel down to listen to a child or give a high five to an elementary child gains capital with that child’s parents.  The pastor who shows up to watch Suzie play volleyball is saying something. Of course, this interest must be genuine and not a calculated ploy.
2.  Expect children to be visible in the worship service. Prepare for distraction.
3.  Encourage ministry to children and encourage the volunteers who faithfully minister to children.

4.  Realize that your children are also more visible, but don’t pressure behavioral performance or involvement in ministry on the basis of your position as pastor.

5.  Include children as participants in worship and ministry.

6.  Be very careful not to be alone with a child.  Even in small places child sexual abuse is a problem.  Please send us feedback on this article and the following questions.

Questions for feedback

Do you know of a church which has developed an effective ministry to children even though at the beginning the church had few children in attendance?

How do you protect your children from the pressure of being p.k.s in a rural or small town setting where they are so visible?

When is a church too large to allow for public participation of children in worship?

Do outreach programs geared to children (e.g., Awana) actually reach new families for Christ? What happens to the kids form non-church families when they have graduated from Awana?

How do you do effective youth ministry with a small number of teens?

How do you handle children who repeatedly disrupt worship?

What is the funniest experience you have had with children in a worship service?

Does your church have a unique way to minister to children?

What principle for pastors would you add to my list above?

